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MAHAFFY'S EMPIRE OF THE PTOLEMIES.
The Empire of the Ptolemies. By J. P.
MAHAFFY, Fellow of Trinity College,
Dublin, &c. London : Macmillan and Co.
1895. 12s. 6d
THE period of Greek rule in Egypt, B.C.
320-30, stands peculiarly apart. I t is
generally recognized that a new era—com-
monly called Hellenism—began with the
death of Alexander, while the year 30 B.C.
was that of the final consolidation of the
Roman empire under one head. This period
of close on three hundred years, beginning
with Ptolemy son of Lagus and ending
with the death of Cleopatra, forms an epoch
in political history and exhibits the most
favourable specimen of later Greek civiliza-
tion. I t forms also a separate epoch in
literary history, having produced a litera-
ture, to speak only of poetry, which, though
not containing any names of the first rank
with the single exception of Theocritus, is
important as having furnished models to the
best period of Roman literature. Yet in
spite of this it is not an interesting period,
and even the skilful and lively treatment of
Professor Mahaffy (who, if any one, could
make it interesting) fails to redeem it. The
Greek inhabitants were after all a colony
among an alien race. Their civilization and
literature was an exotic, and in less than a
hundred years the native Egyptian element
produced a natural reaction. The chief city,
Alexandria, which, as Professor Mahaffy
points out, far more represented Egypt
than Paris ever represented France, was
itself divided among three communities, the
dominant Macedonians, the native Egyptians,
and the Jews. Moreover, during this period
no great religious or patriotic sentiments
could display themselves—they were simply
non-existent, and it is precisely these ele-
ments that make the history of a country
interesting. In religion the Greeks com-
promised by uniting the worship of their
own gods with that of the native gods, and
thus brought about an acquiescence in their
rule which the Persians, with their fanatic-
ism, had never attempted to win. Many of
the native temples were restored by the
Macedonian monarchs. We read of great
victories and defeats that lead to nothing,
leaders changing sides with the utmost
facility, while all the time the power of
Rome quietly increases, and at length the
great Republic takes all reality out of the
political struggles by interfering with a
decisive voice wherever her own interests
were thought to be concerned. Owing to
the extensive employment of mercenary
troops, wars were not carried on with
bitterness, and any severity practised to-
wards the conquered was more the result
of policy than passion.
Again, the personal characters of the
kings and queens are not such as to inspire
enthusiasm. Their history is extremely
intricate and confused, and the identity of
names, especially among the women, con-
stantly involves the reader in genealogical
perplexities. We seem to have an endless
procession of Berenices, Arsinoes and Cleo-
patras, all of them changing at will their
matrimonial engagements. As Professor
Mahaffy well points out, the common be-
lief as to the degeneracy produced by
the frequent intermarriage of near rela-
tions is not borne out by the history of
the Ptolemies, for the last of them, the
great Cleopatra, seems to have concentrated
in her own person in the highest degree all
the qualities for which her ancestors were
famous. The sentimental interest in Cleo-
patra is of modern growth. To the con-
temporary Roman she was a powerful and
malignant foe, and it is only because it was
her fortune to play a conspicuous part on
the stage of the world at a momentous
crisis in human affairs that she is so sharply
distinguished from her predecessors. All
the princesses of this dynasty seem to have
been of the same daring, unscrupulous,
licentious disposition, absolutely without
pity or remorse when any person or thing
stood in the way of their ambition.
All this is well shown by Professor
Mahaffy, who in the volume before us gives
the first adequate account of the empire of
the Ptolemies, for an empire it was, which
at the most nourishing period, under
Euergetes I , comprised not only Egypt but
also Palestine, parts of Syria, the southern
coast of Asia Minor, and several isolated
spots. Professor Mahaffy has already dealt
with this period more generally in his
Greek Life and Thought from Alexander to
the Roman Conquest, and has deserved well
of the learned world by his editions of
various recently-discovered papyri. He is
therefore the writer from whom such a
work as the present might be expected,
which brings us up to date in Egyptian
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history of this time. We may say at once
that it is worthy of his reputation, and its
value is much increased by the texts of the
extant Ptolemaic inscriptions, and the re-
presentations of the cartouches and coins of
various kings. Almost the only previous
account in English of this period is to be
found in Sharpe's History of Egypt, which,
though a most respectable work for its time,
is now quite obsolete. Professor Mahaffy
naturally makes use of German authorities,
such as Droysen's History of Hellenism,
the writings of Kralland Thrige and others,
and especially vol. iv. of Holm's recent
History of Greece. For literature, of
course, Susemihl's monumental work on
Alexandrian Literature is often referred
to. Our author may on the whole be said
to hold a brief for the whole dynasty of the
Ptolemies, more particularly for the later
ones, and most particularly for Euergetes
II. (Physcon), who seems in some respects
to have been unduly depreciated. If he
was very fat, at any rate he was very
active. If he committed many murders
he was no worse than the others, and Pro-
fessor Mahaffy throws considerable doubt
on certain atrocities commonly attributed to
him, which remind > us rather of Nero and
Domitian. Thus we can hardly believe
without better evidence the alleged murder
of his stepson at his own marriage-feast and
before the eyes of the boy's mother whom
he had just espoused, or the tale that he
murdered his own son Memphites and sent
the body cut into pieces and packed in a
box as a present to the boy's mother. The
result of Professor Mahaffy's investigation
is thus fairly summed up: 'If the rule of
the Ptolemies was a centralised despotism,
where the interests of the Crown were
everything, and those of the people nothing,
it must at least be admitted that there
never was a more intelligent despotism, or
one which understood more clearly that the
interests of the one cannot be secured with-
out consulting those of the other. If the
taxes levied by the Ptolemies seem enormous,
I have produced evidence to show that those
exacted from Palestine by the Seleukids
were apparently as exorbitant; there re-
mains also this curious negative evidence to
exculpate the Ptolemies, that in the scores
of papyri treating of the local administra-
tion, among the many complaints and
petitions addressed to the Crown, we have
not found a single protest that the burden
of taxation was intolerable, or that the
State exacted its debts with cruelty and
injustice.'
Professor Mahaffy tells us nearly all that
is known about the Museum of Alexandria
(which is not much) and its government.
It seems, as he says, to have somewhat
resembled the colleges at Oxford and Cam-
bridge in its arrangements, and the State-
supported members may be compared to
Fellows—an analogy which, he adds, will
more readily occur to an Englishman than
to a foreigner. At the same time it is to be
noticed that Holm does make this very
comparison, and further goes on to compare
the Librarian of the famous library to the
Principal "Librarian of the British Museum,
another comparison which is rather happy.
We should certainly like to know more
than we do of the method of the studies
pursued at the Museum, what was the re-
lation between research and instruction,
what was the relation between the Chief
Librarian and the Head of the Museum,
whether the Librarian ever retired before
death, and many other points. On these
subjects we have various statements, more
or less confident, by German scholars, but
they are all guesswork. Until late years,
and beginning with the publications of
Ritschl on the Alexandrian libraries in 1838,
the list of the first six librarians was usually
given as Zenodotus,Callimachus,Eratosthenes,
Apollonius, Aristophanes, and Aristarchus.
But recently German scholars have made a
dead set against Apollonius, and several
have also rejected Callimachus. Ritschl first
introduced Callimachus from the well-known
scholion in Plautus where he is called
aulicus bibliothecarius, and certainly on et
priori grounds it seemed tolerably safe to
include him. However, in the Greek of
Tzetzes (of which the Plautine schol. is a
translation) Callimachus is merely spoken of
as veavia-Koi rqs avXijs, while it is expressly
said of Eratosthenes in the same document
that he was librarian. Again, Suidas knows
nothing of the librarianship of Callimachus,
but affirms that of Apollonius. The former
therefore seems to be excluded for good
reason, but Apollonius is not so easily dis-
posed of. It is true there is some chrono-
logical difficulty in the way, for unless we
may assume either that Eratosthenes re-
signed the office some time before his death,
or that the life of Callimachus was prolonged
considerably into the reign of Euergetes,
Apollonius must have succeeded at a very
advanced age. German scholars indeed
summarily reject the statement in the second
life of Apollonius that he returned from
Rhodes to Alexandria—a statement which
is introduced by the words nvh 8« <fxuriv.
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Busch, Susemihl, and Holm thus repudiate
Apollonius, and recently the writer (Dr.
Haeberlin) in Bursian's Jahresbericht on
the 'History of Greek Literature' 1879-
1893, in a complimentary notice of Professor
MahafEy's History of Greek Literature, goes
so far as to say, ' Apollonios Rhodios wird
falschlich als Bibliothekar in Alexandreia
bezeichnet: diese Meinung ist bei uns langst
aufgegeben.' The real difficulty is to know
how much weight is to be attached to, state-
ments contained in Suidas, and this it is in
many cases impossible to ascertain. Hence
the point must remain undecided" for the
present at any rate.
Much discussion has taken place about
the date of the second marriage of Phil-
adelphus, that with his sister Arsinoe. Its
importance lies chiefly in this, that this
event helps us to date Theocr. xvii., which
has a reference to it. Professor Mahaffy
fixes the marriage B.C. 278-277, and appeals
to the stele of Pithom, which shows that it
was an accomplished fact in 273. Wiede-
mann (in Philologus, vol. 47) on the same
evidence puts it in 273, and there seems no
reason for putting it much earlier. The
allusions in Callimachus do not help us
here. Much doubt is thrown, on Gercke's
conclusion as to the date of the death of
Magas of Cyrene. The date usually given
is 258,.but Gercke brings it down seven
years later. The objection urged against
th# received date is the long interval thus
made between the death of Magas (before
which the betrothal took place) and the
marriage of his daughter Berenice to
Euergetes in 247. This difficulty however
is much mitigated if what may well be
called the brilliant conjecture of Professor
Mahaffy is correct, viz., that Egyptian
crown princes as such did not marry before
their accession to the throne. I t is not
necessary either to suppose that Berenice
was in her first youth at the time of her
marriage, for she must certainly have been
more than six or seven when she contrived
the murder of Demetrius the Fair at Cyrene
which won h,er so much KCSOS. The words
of Catullus (or rather of Callimachus), at te
ego certe | cognoram a parva virgine magnani-
mam, are too general to help us here.
It appears to me that Professor Mahaffy
is too sceptical of the fact of the accidental
burning of the Alexandrian library, or part
of it, by Caesar in B.C. 48. The statement
of Seneca quadringenta millia librorum
Alexandriae arserunt is precise, and no
doubt he had his authority. The silence of
other writers, especially of Caesar himself,
is no doubt matter for comment, but may
easily be accounted for, at least in Caesar's
case, on the ground judiciously stated by
Couat (Poesie Alexandrine, p. 15 n.) : ' Le
silence de Cesar s'explique naturellement;
il rend compte des mesures de defense qu'il
a du prendre pour assurer sa position dans
Alexandrie, et ne se preoccupe pas des
desastres qu'elles ont pu causer dans la
ville.' Moreover' the fact, narrated by
Plutarch, that Antonius made Cleopatra a
present of 200,000 volumes from the library
of Pergamum is some evidence that a loss of
books had occurred at Alexandria.
Professor MahafEy's writings have now
been many years before the public and his
reputation is solidly established. He will,
therefore, I hope, pardon my saying that in
my judgment his reputation would stand
still higher than it does, if he did not affect
a certain carelessness of style which conveys
an impression that he does not himself
attach much importance to what he is
writing about, and this prevents the reader
from giving him all the credit that is due
to his learning and research. No doubt this
is far from his intention; still, it is the
impression given. In the present volume I
have noticed the following slips. We read
of Ptolemy Soter, ' He had at least twelve
children by various wives, as well as the
courtezan Thais.' If we did not know better,
this might be taken to mean that Thais was
one of his children. Again of Physcon, ' So
also at Dakkeh, we have his inscription over
the portal of the temple, which is the highest
point on the Nile that any Ptolemaic car-
touche has been found.' We also read of
an 'indefatigable book' of 'Eastern poli-
ticians who thought Rome bankrupt, and
Mithradates the winning horse,' and I do not
see how <rvyyevovs rov jSaaiXews can be rightly
rendered ' Peer of the Realm.' What is
perhaps worst of all is the application of the
word royalty to persons, as is twice done,
' the Egyptian royalties,' ' the present royal-
ties—Ptolemy Philometor,' <fcc. This is an
expression common enough in ' Society'
papers and in conversation, but it belongs
to slang, not to literature. These are no
doubt small blemishes, and it may seem
ungracious to call attention to them. I do
so in no unfriendly spirit, but rather in the
hope that in a second edition the slight cor-
rections which are necessary may be made.
R. C. SEATON,
